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CASE STUDY: PERRY, IOWA 
Community Size
Perry, Iowa, at 4.18 square 
miles, is small enough to be 
easily accessible for biking 
and walking, and because of  
the small population (~7500), 
the streets maintain a fairly 
low daily traffic volume. These 
factors will make transitioning 
into a car-free community 
possible.
Latino Population
The Tyson plant close to 
town led to an influx of  
Latino immigrants to fill the 
positions. Because of  this, 
the population in Perry now 
sits at nearly 37 percent 
Latino. Car-free design would 
make the community more 
accessible to this diverse 
population. 
Regional Trails
Perry is connected to both 
the Raccoon River Valley 
Trail and now the High 
Trestle Trail, two major 
regional trails in central Iowa. 
Regional trails can connect 
people from small town to 
small town, or into larger 
metropolitan areas.
Existing Initiatives
• The “Let’s Connect” 
campaign to connect the 
High Trestle Trail and 
Raccoon River Valley Trail
• La Poste, a repurposed Post 
Office building 
• “Soumas Court”, a new 
public courtyard downtown
The following are just a few of  the many reasons that Perry has the bones to become a successful car-free community.
BENEFITS
Environment
High levels of  CO2 in the atmosphere is largely 
attributed to motor vehicles. Additionally, natural land 
is destroyed for paved surfaces, and paving materials, 
like Portland cement (an element of  concrete) 
contributes to around 5% of  the world’s total carbon 
emissions.
Shifting to car-free communities will lessen 
transportation-caused pollution, and would allow 
many existing roadways to be replaced with permeable 
materials that withstand walking and biking, parks, or 
the land can be returned to its natural state.
Equality
Car-centered communities create physical, social, and 
economic barriers. By going car-free, the following 
inequalities are evened out:
• Gender divide
• Economic status
• Racial/ethnic background
• Age
• Physical ability
Human Health
In a country where more than two in three adults are 
considered to be either overweight or obese, studies 
have proven that places with higher obesity rates 
correlate with higher percentages of  car commuters.
If  active transportation options are developed into 
a community where it is more convenient to walk or 
bike than drive, those who bike or walk will receive 
the benefit of  being less prone to obesity, diabetes, 
strokes, heart disease, cancer, depression, and are 
more likely to be able to maintain an independent 
lifestyle as they age.
Economic Growth
For a small town to attract younger population and 
maintain its current community members, developing 
car-free transportation systems is essential. Having 
this population base will lead to economic stability or 
even gains, in addition to an increase in jobs. 
As an example, recent transportation enhancements 
in Baltimore, MD revealed that each dollar invested in 
pedestrian and bike infrastructure led to the creation 
of  57% and 100% more jobs respectively than any 
highway enhancements did.
Urban Density
A community without cars should have 
all needed services (ex. grocery store, 
school, health services, etc.) in close 
proximity with housing. 
Size and Proximity
With short distances between 
amenities, biking and walking in 
small towns (depending on elevation 
change) requires minimal physical 
exertion, making biking and walking 
accessible to many.
Street Amenities
• Seating
• Lighting
• Shade
• Shelter
• Water fountains
• Planters
• And many more...
Human Safety
Small towns have low traffic counts, 
few high-speed roads, and often a 
regular street grid, making them 
accessible and safe places for biking 
and walking.
New Types of Parking
• Bike
• Scooter
• Small electric vehicles
• Skateboards
• Strollers
Zoning
Traditionally, small towns were built 
with centralized primary needs like 
grocery stores, medical services, etc., 
making for walkable town centers. 
By ensuring new zoning maintains or 
brings back this concept, a car-free 
community is entirely realistic.
Accessible External 
Transportation
Options for traveling outside of  the 
community (airports, train stations, 
bus pickups, etc.) should be easily 
accessible from the community’s edge.
Affordability
In the U.S., 19-25% of  household 
income goes toward transportation. 
By walking or biking, personal 
income can instead be invested in the 
community. 
Positive Leadership
If  the government isn’t on board with 
the car-free philosophy, making the 
change a positive experience will be 
challenging. Government leadership 
should be a supportive part of  the 
movement to ensure success. 
Community Buy-In
Small communities, because of  their 
small populations, shared experiences, 
and desire to maintain the quality 
of  their town often have community 
organizations quick to support 
community improvement initiatives.
Limited Vehicle Access
A car-free community should be 
fully car-free, but when it comes to 
emergency vehicles, vehicles making 
large deliveries, and handicap pickup/
drop-off, exceptions can be made. 
Regional Trails
With a boom in the transformation of  
old railroad beds into regional trails in 
the U.S., many small towns now find 
themselves placed along the route 
of  heavily used trails. This presents 
opportunities for both recreation, and 
transportation between communities.
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ABSTRACT
Air pollution, obesity, traffic fatalities, poverty, accessibility, and overall human 
happiness might seem to be entirely separate issues, but there is one thing 
that sits at the root of  them all: the car. Our world has become consumed, 
and in turn congested, with single-passenger vehicles that affect each of  
these issues. Some issues (traffic fatalities) might seem more obvious than 
others (human happiness), but in the end, all deserve equal attention when 
considering how straightforward the solution could be: creating car-free 
communities. By exploring the many reasons for and benefits generated by 
going car-free, providing examples of  communities that have been successful 
in making this change already, and analyzing a small town, Perry, Iowa, with 
great potential to go car-free as a case study, this analysis aims to reveal how 
challenges can be overcome to achieve success in creating human-centered, 
healthy, equitable, and livable communities.
